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CHAPTER 1

Sim Atkins rolled over in bed, post-coital endorphins flooding his 
flaccid mind. He glanced at the clock. 9:30am. He loved Saturdays.

The next thing he knew Rosie had whipped the duvet away 
and he was getting cold. She stood over the bed, fully clothed. 
Sunlight was catching the motes of dust from the duvet, circling 
in the air around her head like a halo. Sim’s eyes closed again 
and he tried to nestle into the rapidly disappearing warmth of the 
mattress.

“Come on, up, you lazy sod.”
He squinted sideways at the clock. 10:42am. “Ahh, Rosie, the 

pub’s not even open.”
“You had more than enough last night. We need to go shopping.” 

She grabbed hold of a toe and twisted it until he yelped and hauled 
himself out of bed.

They strode into the small square that marked the centre of 
Dornoch. The little castle and miniature Cathedral both glowed 
amber in the early summer sun, beacons of beauty standing 
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guard over the folks wandering about. Sim noticed that the Moon 
was still just visible, hovering above the ancient fortification. He 
smiled at the contrast; to think of the people working up there, 
nearly 400,000 kilometres away, in mankind’s latest stronghold.

A woman approached them, pushing a pram. “Morning Rosie. 
Sim,” she said with a beam on her face.

Sim leaned over the pram. “How is the wee man this morning? 
How are ya? Do you remember ya big Uncle Simon? Do you? Huh? 
Yes of course you do.” He poked his finger at the baby and waggled 
it in front of large moist eyes. A whiff of unchanged nappy drifted 
up as he leant over. Not good for a hangover. “Alright, Helen? He’s 
growing quick – gonna be a fine flanker one day, just like his daddy.”

“How are you two getting on?” asked the woman, looking at 
Rosie’s waistline.

Rosie grabbed Sim’s hand and dragged him away.  “Can’t 
stop Helen, we’ve got lots of shopping to do,” she called over her 
shoulder.

They shopped in silence for an hour, and then walked back to 
their small house on the outskirts of town. Sim’s fingers were pink 
and sore from carrying all the bags by the time they got through 
the front door.

He dumped the bags in the hall and rolled his shoulders a few 
times. “I was just being friendly, like.”

“You don’t have to go all gooey on every baby we meet. And did 
you hear her?” Rosie lips contorted into a sneer. “How are you two 
getting on? Ooh, aren’t I clever? Here’s one I made earlier.”

Sim frowned and shook his head. He looked up at the mic in 
the ceiling. “Kitchen. Put the kettle on.” There was a click from the 
other room, and Sim bent down to pick up the bags again.

After he had disappeared into the kitchen, Rosie shouted after 
him. “That’s right, make a cup of tea. Your answer to everything, 
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isn’t it?” She went into the lounge and Sim heard her tell the TV 
to switch on.

Tea made, he entered the room and saw the voice controller 
lying on the floor, the back busted open and batteries spilling out. 
Rosie’s eyes were screwed shut but tears were forcing themselves 
out anyway. The news on the TV was focused on one story. Prince 
George’s wife was expecting another baby; the fourth in line to the 
throne.

Sim put the mug of tea down and knelt in front of his wife. 
He wrapped his arms around her and gently rocked. “It’s OK. 
Everything’s alright. We’re gonna be fine. Whatever happens. You 
hear me?”

Rosie sniffed and smiled. “Sorry. Just, you know, wrong time 
of the month. You going to bring me those choccie biscuits we 
bought earlier? Medicinal purposes, like.” 

Sim grinned and got up. They were going to be alright.

One packet of biscuits and three episodes of the latest Chinese 
detective show later, there was a knock at the door. Sim jumped. 
He wouldn’t admit it to Rosie, but Chinese people set him on edge. 
The scar had faded and his lung was fine now, but a Chinese man 
with a knife still haunted his nights.

Sim rose from the sofa and brushed the crumbs off his jumper. 
He went to the front hall, opened the door and froze for a second 
while he processed who he was looking at.

“Mr Wardle! What’re you doing here? I’m guessing this isn’t a 
social call.”

“Hello Atkins, long time no speak. Still stuck in the satellite 
department, I hear. At least you have a few more to count these days.”

Sim smiled and stood there for a second. His old boss had 
not come all the way from Overseas Division in Birmingham to 
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discuss the ebb and flow of the Great Flux. Wardle had lost a lot of 
hair and gained many wrinkles since last they met. Sim tried not 
to stare so he looked at the person standing behind Wardle, a big 
chap wearing a black suit and dark tie. “Won’t you come in?” Sim 
stood back and ushered them inside. “Rosie, we’ve got visitors.”

“This envelope arrived for you yesterday at OFWAT 
headquarters.”

Sim took the slim parcel. “I see it’s been opened.”
Wardle shrugged. “It contained a memory stick, which had a 

holo on it.”
“A video message for me?”
Wardle nodded. “From the Moon base. We need to discuss its 

contents.”
Sim showed him into the cosy living room. “Director Wardle, 

this is my wife Rosie. Rosie this is my old boss—”
Wardle stepped forward to shake her hand. “It’s nice to meet 

you, Rosie, but I’m afraid I need to talk with Sim alone on a matter 
of some urgency.” He ushered her towards the door that led into 
the kitchen, then turned to his colleague and nodded. The OFWAT 
worker pulled out a holo-projector from his bag and slotted in the 
memory card.

“Atkins, you had better sit down,” said Wardle.
The 3D video materialised showing a woman with long silver 

hair and a sharp nose. She was leaning towards the camera, 
obviously recording the message herself. She leant back and 
smiled. ‘Hello Sim.’

Sim creased his brows and then looked across at Wardle. “Is 
that Elsa Greenwood?” He dragged his fingers through his hair. 
Memories of a bizarre erotic encounter came flooding back: a 
negotiation for information and a payment rendered. His cheeks 
flushed red and he glanced towards the kitchen door.
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Elsa continued: ‘I was voted from my office at Marinus shortly 
after we… met.’ Elsa was being careful with her choice of words. 
This seemed unscripted but not unconstrained. ‘Eventually I 
was offered the chance to become head of the new moon base. 
When the Americans opened up the Rare Earth Moon Unit as 
an international research centre four years ago Adams Holdings 
took control. They needed somebody with experience of running 
a small, self-contained community and so… here I am.’

Sim looked across at Wardle. “What’s all this got to do with 
me? Why has that mad woman sent me a message from the 
Moon?”

“Keep watching,” replied Wardle.
‘Sim, I’m in trouble. I think the whole base might be. There’s 

been a death, but I don’t think it was an accident. There’s a killer 
up here. Possibly a terrorist.’ Elsa paused and looked around her 
office, as if the right words to say might be lurking in a corner 
somewhere. ‘I don’t trust anybody.’

“Still none the wiser, Sir,” interjected Sim.
Wardle just pointed at the projection.
‘I know you must be wondering why I’ve sent this to you, Sim. 

Why I chose you from all the hundreds of people down on Earth 
who might be able to help. I needed somebody I could trust.’ 
She paused and took a deep breath. ‘Wait there a moment.’ Elsa 
disappeared from view and returned a few moments later holding 
the hand of a small boy. She sat down and perched him on her 
knee. ‘Wave to the camera, James.’

Sim stared at the boy’s face. That wide nose and those earlobes 
were familiar. That toothsome grin was just like a faded school 
photo his Mum kept on her mantelpiece. Sim’s stomach shrank to 
the size of a peanut. Elsa said, ‘Say hello to your daddy, James.’ The 
little boy gave a shy smile and waved.
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The mug of tea in Sim’s hand fell to the floor, bounced off the 
thick carpet then emptied its contents over the floor. He stared, 
unmoving, as the pool of tea spread.

“Shouldn’t we wipe that up?” asked Wardle’s assistant.
Sim looked up at the question and shook himself out of his 

stupor. He went to get a cloth from the kitchen. Rosie was standing 
at the sink. Her shoulders were trembling. Sim put his hands out 
to rub her upper arms. “Rosie?”

She shifted her stance and twisted out from his caress. “Don’t 
you touch me!”

“Hey, what’s the matter?”
“What do you think’s the matter, Einstein? I heard that, and I 

saw it.”
“You weren’t supposed to—”
“Go on, say it. I wasn’t supposed to know. How long were you 

gonna keep me in the dark?”
Sim looked away. “That’s not what I meant.”
Rosie jabbed his shoulder, turning him back towards her. “I’ve 

been pissin’ on a stick for two years, hoping to see some colour 
change. You’ve been having your way as often as you liked, all for 
the sake of our family.” She looked away, staring out of the window. 
“When the truth is, you’ve already got one.”

“Rosie, you have to believe me. I didn’t know. This is a complete 
shock to both of us.”

“Huh.” She folded her arms. “You never did tell me what you 
got up to just before we started going out. When you disappeared 
for a couple of months. Travelling the world, you said. A girl in 
every port, was that it?”

Rosie’s words were jabbing into Sim’s solar plexus. He gasped 
for air. “It’s not like that. I wasn’t allowed to tell you. Something 
happened, OK, and… I… I had sex with that woman. Once.”
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“Oh well, if it was only once, then that’s alright, isn’t it? Proves 
you aren’t shooting blanks. So it must be my fault we haven’t had a 
baby yet. Great. I feel so much better now.”

Sim grabbed one of Rosie’s hands and enveloped it in his. 
“Rosie, I want to tell you. It’s not what you think. I was on a—”

Wardle pushed open the door from the sitting room. “That’s 
enough Atkins. Any more and I’ll have you banged up for treason.”

Rosie looked across at Sim’s boss. Her eyebrows creased and her 
sobbing subsided.

“Sorry, Sir,” said Sim. He gave Rosie a thin smile and went back 
into the lounge with his boss.

Sim slumped down onto the sofa, while Wardle stood watching 
the young man fidget.

“I can’t make you do this, Atkins. A mission like this is for 
volunteers only. All I can say is that the department, and the 
government, would be extremely grateful. You heard what Ms 
Greenwood had to say. You might be the only person she’ll trust.”

Sim was staring at the stained carpet. He nodded without 
looking up.

Wardle crouched down so he matched Sim’s eye level. “It’s a lot 
to take in, I know. But we need an answer tomorrow morning. If 
we’re going to get you to that moon base, you’ll need to do several 
days of basic training. The next rocket is due to leave in eight days’ 
time. Promise me you’ll think about it seriously. We need you, 
Sim.”

Wardle stood up and moved into the hallway with his colleague.
Sim followed him. “Can I watch the holo again, Sir?”
“Sorry, Atkins, but it needs to come back to HQ for safety. 

Newell has a letter for you.” His colleague handed over a thick 
envelope. “It contains a transcript of the message and some basic 
information about the moon base and space training. I’ll call you 
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tomorrow morning to find out your answer.” He turned and left 
the house.

Sim went back to the lounge. Rosie was not there. He looked 
in the kitchen and in the bedroom. She must have slipped out the 
back door. He returned to the lounge and slumped onto the sofa. 
He leant forward until his head was almost between his knees and 
retched. His mouth tasted of pain and guilt. And yet there was 
something else. Amidst the bile and the vertigo.

He didn’t know what he could to help Elsa. He didn’t know how 
he would patch things up with Rosie. But he did know one thing. 
He was going to the Moon, to see his son.
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CHAPTER 2

Five people were seated around a rectangular table, each of them 
dressed in grey boiler suits that bore their names for badges. 
Two of the gathering were deep in conversation, two more were 
focused intently on their bracelet screens, while the fifth stared up 
towards the window in the roof. The triple layer of glass was set 
deep into a recessed frame. An oblique sun shone brightly on the 
left-hand side of the border.

Everybody turned their faces towards the door as a tall, grey-
haired woman swept into the room. She sat down at the head of 
the table and flattened out her roll-tab in front of her. She pressed 
and swiped on the screen for a few moments and then looked up.

A voice from the ceiling: “Moon Lab One, Committee meeting, 
May 15th, 2034. Elsa Greenwood is in the chair.”

Elsa looked up at a protrusion from the ceiling. A tiny camera 
lens looked back. “Thank you, Henry.” She looked at the people 
around the table. “Now we have plenty to discuss, so let’s kick off, 
shall we? Piet, please report.”

A man with blue eyes and a ruddy complexion clicked on his 
tablet, and started reading. “Mining output last week was two and a 
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half million tonnes processed. About half a tonne of H-3 dispatched 
to Earth and twelve tonnes of various rare earth elements.”

“Excellent, thank you, Piet,” said Elsa.
“No, it isn’t excellent. We had two mowers out for most of the 

frickin’ week. The spare parts we can’t print up here weren’t on the 
last rocket.” Piet shook his head. “Well down on our quotas for this 
CQ. If M2 and M5 are out of action for much longer, we’ll never 
make up the lost time.”

“I’ve been assured the spares will arrive on the next Orion.”
“Staff shortages don’t exactly help either,” said Piet.
Elsa looked down at the floor for a moment. “Yes, well that too 

is on the agenda for today.”
“I wanna talk about it now.” A tall man, whose dark face was 

divided in half by a pink, diagonal scar, spoke up. “The crew are 
fed up wiv all the overtime we’re having to do.”

Elsa sighed. “The firm is paying you well for those extra hours, 
as I’m sure you are aware, William.”

“Yeah, but overtime is meant to be voluntary, innit?”
“There is another worker being sent on the next rocket, along 

with the spare parts.” William was about to make another point, 
but Elsa stared at him over her reading glasses. “Can we move on 
to the next item, please. Lin.”

Lin Chung, the chief scientist, gave a report on the condition of the 
life support systems including the plumbing and sewage treatment 
facility. Piet tapped out a beat on the table with his pen. Elsa stared at 
the pen with furrowed brows until Piet noticed and stopped.

“And what of the Far Side observatory?” asked Elsa.
Lin shrugged. “Nothing much to report. It goes about its 

business collecting data pretty much non-stop. Most of the 
number crunching takes place back on Earth, so I don’t even know 
if we have anything useful.”
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“I know all that. I just don’t think we should ignore the parts 
of this operation that are going according to plan. It makes these 
meetings seem so downbeat. OK, thank you. Yvette?”

A woman much younger than Elsa stopped staring at her roll 
tab and looked up. “Hmm? Comment? Bien, oui. My report. We 
span up the reactor five times last week and reached efficiency 
levels near to 90 percent for half an hour at a time. I think we will 
make the break through before the year is out.”

“Can I make a suggestion?” said William.
The French woman raised her eyebrows and turned to her 

neighbour. “I doubt you can help with our nuclear fusion program.”
William turned to Elsa. “Can I make a suggestion, please.”
“Yes, yes.”
“Next time Yvette messes up the entertainment zone with ‘er 

power drains and magnetic pulses, perhaps she could do us the 
courtesy of checking with the mining team roster. Most of us had 
just come off a twelve-hour shift and needed to kick back with 
a beer and some vid’s when the whole bloomin’ room powered 
down thanks to her last experiment.”

“I am still in the room, you know,” said Yvette.
William did not turn around. “And another thing. What’s 

happened to pizzas on Fridays? We ain’t seen one for weeks.”
Yvette stood up, pushing back her chair with her legs. “I have 

better things to do than discuss the canteen.”
“Sit down, Yvette,” said Elsa. She waited until the scientist had 

acquiesced.
William continued. “It’s bad for morale, that’s what it is. Piet 

wants us to push harder. The firm wants us to work longer. Well, 
you better start trying to keep us workers happy.”

“Point taken, William. Thank you. I believe we’re running 
short on cheese, but I’ll make sure there is some included in the 
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next delivery. And Yvette will consult with your timetable before 
starting her next experiment, OK?” Elsa stared until the other 
woman dropped her shoulders and nodded.

“Now, on to the most serious item on today’s agenda. Albert?”
A man about the same age as Elsa coughed loudly and then 

wheezed for a moment. “Autopsy report on Valquez. Decedent is 
twenty-seven years old, white Caucasian male. One metre seventy-
two tall. Weight, ninety-five kilos in Earth gravity. My last exam 
of him prior to death showed that he was fit and healthy. Only 
medication he was taking was for insomnia.”

“Cut to the chase, will you, Doc?” said Piet.
Albert sucked in his checks and swiped down the screen of 

his tablet. “Cause of death was blunt force trauma to the seventh 
cervical and first thoracic vertebra. Spinal cord severed. A very 
unfortunate, or very precise, blow to the back of the neck.”

“What is that supposed to mean? Very precise?” asked Lin.
“I’m just reporting how he died, God rest his soul. It’s not for 

me to assess how that large metal bar struck him.”
Elsa looked up at the camera. “Henry?”
“I am sorry, Elsa, but the incident took place in a blind spot, 

just between a cooling unit and separation plant. My cameras 
cannot help.”

“He was lazy and he got careless,” said Piet.
“Bollocks. He was over-worked and rushing to meet your damn 

deadlines. That equipment should’ve been checked, proper like.” 
William folded his arms. “We’re not starting work again until the 
whole processing plant has had a full check for any more hazards. 
And the firm better honour their death-in-service payment for 
Valquez.” He wagged his finger at Elsa.

“I’m sure they will,” said Elsa. “Now, I’ve just had news from the 
firm that they are sending an accountant here.”
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“Great, another bloody geek and another mouth to feed. That 
should help,” said William.

Elsa stretched her hand towards him. “He will do a full audit 
of the base, which means we’ll be able to point out all the extra 
supplies we need. And he’ll do a complete run down of our 
health and safety procedures. So that should keep everyone 
happy.”

“When does he arrive?” asked Lin.
“On the next shuttle, along with everything else. Orion Twelve 

is due here in eight days’ time. Meanwhile Piet, I suggest that you 
and William organise that safety check of the mining plant. Albert, 
if you can deal with Valquez’s body please. Meeting adjourned, 
thank you Henry.”

There was a beep from the ceiling’s inverted cupola as everybody 
rose to leave.

“Oh, and just one more thing. We also have our first tourist 
arriving with Orion. He has paid the firm a lot of money to come 
and experience life up here. So make sure everybody is nice to 
him. OK, William?”

William turned, scrunched his shoulders and held his hands 
out, palm upwards. “Wot?”

“Hmm. Albert, perhaps you could get your assistant to look 
after the tourist when he arrives.”

The doctor had a cigarette loosely held between his lips. It 
wobbled as he nodded to Elsa. Albert lit his cigarette and wandered 
into the corridor. Everybody else drifted out until it was just Elsa 
and Lin.

“A precise blow?” said Lin.
Before Elsa could reply, James wandered into the room. 

“Mummy, I’m bored.”
“Have you finished your studies?”
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“Henry is a rubbish teacher, I don’t want to do his classes 
anymore.”

“You do know I can hear you, James?”
“You’re just a machine.”
“Ouch. If you prick us, do we not bleed?”
“He’s a bit young for Shakespeare, Henry,” said Elsa. She turned 

to her son. “I don’t want you playing with the workers for now, 
OK, James? Come on, let’s find something educational for you to 
watch on the holo.”

James rolled his eyes. “Mummm, why can’t I play Mooncraft?”
“Because it’s bad for your eyes and turns your brain to mush.”
The pair of them walked out of the room, but as they left, Elsa 

turned back to look at Lin and tapped her eye socket with a finger.
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CHAPTER 3

Mattias Larsson was standing in the shade of a palm tree. Only 
9am and already it was in the mid-30s. Dubai in June, not for the 
faint hearted. Still, he had experienced worse. His home town in 
Northern Sweden might be a sunless ice cube for 4 months of 
the year, but Mattias travelled the world. In his line of business – 
unusual, he admitted – one followed the money and put up with 
the conditions. The Dubai Fountain was in action. Two hundred 
and seventy metres of coloured jets of water. It was as if the owners 
of the city wanted to show their disdain for the fractious politics 
of the World War for Water. Not much fighting these days, but 
water was still a precious commodity in most parts of the world. 
The evaporation alone from this display would keep a hundred 
families hydrated for a year. Mattias shook his head and took a 
slurp of sweet mint tea.

As he crossed the plaza, he craned his neck to look up at 
the Burj Khalifa. Still the tallest building in the world. Frankly, 
nobody had the money or motivation to try to compete with this 
colossus. Mattias traced his eyes up to the seventh tier – around 
the 80th floor – where the building lost its distinctive Y-shaped 
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plan. Beyond that, the view became hazy. He decided that it must 
be the heat, his eyesight had not lost its sharpness. Not yet.

The walk to the far corner of the Business Bay was not advisable 
in the middle of the day. Even now, he was sweating profusely and 
collecting strange looks from seated natives who were used to air 
conditioning and driving everywhere at this time of year. Mattias 
did not understand why people disliked sweat so much. Sweat 
equalled sauna. Sauna equalled cleanliness. He arrived at the 
podium that formed the base of the JW Marriott Marquis hotel, 
where he was due to give a presentation in fifty-five minutes’ time. 
Among other duties. He looked up at the 76-storey building, and 
could just make out the top floors that housed the Presidential 
Suites. 

Thank God we’re working here and not at the Burj.
He linked up with his deputy in the lobby of the hotel. She 

handed him an ear piece and a tiny box with a lens that would 
project his presentation later.

“Report.”
“Two people stationed here in the lobby, in plain clothes. Four 

security on level seventy-five and four more on level seventy-six of 
Tower Two. Three inside each of the Presidential Suites. Another 
couple on the roof.”

Mattias nodded. Precious was the only person he would trust 
with his life. It was a shame that the current clientele had such a 
backward attitude to women. Still, given what they were paying 
him, they could insist on albino dwarves for all he cared. “And the 
sweep?”

“All rooms and elevators checked for bugs,” said Precious. 
“Clean.”

“OK. Wait here with the other two. You’ll be lead man, heh, lead 
person, in case of rapid evac.”
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“SUVs waiting in the VIP parking.” She straightened his tie and 
brushed the sleeves of his jacket, then smiled.

Mattias turned and headed for the elevator. He let some tourists 
take the first to come, and waited for one he could ride on his own. 
His ears popped in the teens as the lift rose rapidly. The TV screen 
showed a local business channel. He couldn’t follow the Arabic, 
but the graphics made clear that they were focusing on the oil 
market and the OPEC meeting that was taking place this weekend 
in Kuwait City. The Organisation of the Petroleum Exporting 
Countries. He let out a chuckle. If only the reporters knew where 
the real decisions were made these days.

Mattias exited on the 75th floor and checked in with each of 
the guards on this level, before climbing the stairs to the top floor. 
Both of the Presidential Suites had been booked for this meeting, 
months in advance. But he had let the clients choose which one 
to use on the day. It was an unnecessary extra layer of precaution, 
but it never failed to impress. And the people using the services of 
his company, ESCO, never quibbled over an extra $50,000 per day.

ESCO was the public face of what he did. But his other work, 
and that of his associates, was far more notorious. Fortunately, 
nobody had yet linked him to the most famous terrorist group in 
the world. The head of the Terror Formers hiding in plain sight as 
the head of a security company. Not a particularly nice security 
company he admitted, but clean enough to pass muster if ever it 
was investigated by the authorities. A trail of clean money for a 
legitimate line of business. He swiped himself into the left-hand 
suite and waited for the clients to arrive. According to the message 
from Precious they had just entered the lobby downstairs.

Only half of the oil cartel member countries were represented at 
this gathering, and none of the people here had ever been involved 
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in the regular meetings that the world’s press obsessed over. Eight 
chiefs, plus their deputies, made up the inner council of power 
and their decisions never made the newspapers. Mattias stood 
with his hands clasped lightly in front and nodded to each of the 
men as they took their seats around the main conference table. 
One of the guards took up a position next to the window and the 
other two closed the doors and waited outside.

The Chairman of the inner council coughed and shuffled his 
papers ostentatiously. “This meeting will now begin, with the 
report from the chief economist.”

The Iranian representative stood up and bowed to the chair. 
“Thank you. Now if you’ll turn to page two of the briefing pack, 
you will see the latest projections for oil demand from the 
International Energy Agency. Ninety-point-five million barrels 
per day this year and an increase of one-point-one million 
barrels per day next year. As you know they have tended to over-
estimate in recent years, and our own private numbers have 
global demand at just ninety-one-point-two million next year. 
If we cap our production at current levels and we presume US 
tight oil is unchanged too, then we get a small build in liquid 
inventory next year.”

The Indonesian representative shook his head. “We don’t 
have much more storage left. The Chinese are going to be able 
to refill their strategic reserves at bargain prices.” Others nodded 
their heads at this and broke into bilateral discussions with their 
deputies or neighbours.

The Chairman interrupted. “Please, please. We know this is a 
delicate balancing act. As it has been for the past two decades. 
But I want to draw your attention to the long-run projections and 
the alternative scenarios.” He beckoned for the chief economist to 
continue.
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“Errm, yes, so if you now turn to pages five and six, you’ll 
see our forecasts for demand and supply out to twenty-fifty. 
The important thing to note is want happens to demand under 
Scenario C.”

Everybody traced their finger down to the row of the table 
marked Scenario C and then ran it across the table to the latter 
years of the forecast, nearly twenty years from now.

“But this can’t be right, it’s showing a twenty percent drop 
in demand.” The Indonesian rep stood up. “That would be a 
catastrophe for us.”

“Precisely. If nuclear fusion ever becomes viable, we, gentlemen, 
don’t have much of a future,” replied the Chairman.

“They’ll never manage it.”
The leader waited for the mumbled agreements to die down. 

“Hope for the best and prepare for the worst, my friends. Which is 
why Mr Larsson is here with us today.” The Chairman turned and 
invited Mattias to the table.

“Thank you, Mr Chair.” He reached inside his pocket and placed 
the miniature projector on a side table, shining it at a wall opposite 
the window. “There are many scientists around the world who 
have been working on nuclear fusion for decades now. None have 
made any breakthroughs. But there is one lab that is benefiting 
from international cooperation, run by a brilliant young scientist. 
Our intelligence suggests that if there’s going to be a breakthrough 
in this research area it will be there. That lab is on the Moon. For 
the past twelve months, we have been working on Operation Blue 
Cheese. I need hardly stress the importance of complete secrecy 
with this project, gentlemen.”

Mattias pressed a button on a remote control and the projector 
switched on. Everybody turned their chairs and shuffled around 
to get a view of the pictures.
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“We started with the familiar virus and spent many months 
trialling various enhancements.” Mattias forwarded through a 
couple of slides. “By December we were confident that we had a 
strain with an incubation period considerably shorter than the 
usual version. So we tested it out.”

“You did what? Whom did you test it on? Who gave you 
authority?” The UAE representative looked like he had a rancid 
date in his mouth.

“Given the cost and effort it will take to deliver the virus, I 
assumed you would want to make sure it worked first,” replied 
Mattias. He turned back to the projected pictures and clicked a 
button. “Here you can see the targets after three days, displaying 
classic symptoms normally only visible after three weeks.” He 
pressed the button again. “And here again after five days. All of the 
paediatric victims had already died at this point, and the fatality 
rate for adults gradually rose to ninety percent over the next two 
to three days.”

Mattias calmly scrolled through images reminiscent of a World 
War II concentration camp as if he were discussing sales and 
revenue graphs. The young and old victims lay where they had 
fallen amongst the blood and excrement. Next to the corpses, 
people in full bio-hazard suits held clip-boards and pens as if 
they were examining lab mice. The UAE rep reached for a bin and 
retched into it. He took a swig from a bottle of mineral water and 
wiped his mouth. “Was it really necessary to test it on children?”

The Chairman banged the table. “You need to ask yourself 
where your loyalties lie, Rashid.”

Before Rashid could reply a strange noise caught everybody’s 
attention. It was coming from outside the window. Mattias 
turned and saw a drone hovering just outside. A camera lens 
slung underneath the tiny aircraft was pointing straight at him. 
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He reached inside his jacket, pulled out a black cylinder and ran 
towards the window.

“Quick,” he said to the guard, “throw your net at it too. Don’t 
let it get away.”

The guard also pulled out a black cylinder and pressed the 
button on top, while holding it against the window. The drone 
wobbled in mid-air, skitting from side to side like a drunken 
hummingbird.

Mattias passed his cylinder to the guard. “Hold this, and stay 
there until I tell you.” He turned to the Chairman. “Don’t worry, 
we’re jamming the communication link to its operator.” 

“But what if it’s already transmitted its video?”
Mattias nodded. “It’s possible there was a live feed. I need 

to trace the person controlling it to be sure. They’ll be nearby, 
wondering right now why their drone isn’t responding to their 
commands. We’ve trained for this, it’ll be fine. I will report back in 
an hour.” He jogged out of the room and closed the doors behind 
him. “Don’t let anybody in or out of that room, you understand?” 
he shouted at the sentries. He ran for the stairs and sprinted up to 
the rooftop. He pulled out a small pair of binoculars and scanned 
the roof of Tower One opposite. Nobody.

Mattias spoke into a tiny mic. “Precious? We have a drone pilot 
that we need to find, and fast.”

“Roger that. We’ll start a radar scan from the top of the podium.”
“And keep the atrium under surveillance too. Anybody leaves 

in a hurry, collar them.”
“Of course. Chill, Matt, we’ve got this.”
Mattias spent the next ten minutes on the rooftop, continuing to 

scan the tower opposite, using his binoculars to see if he could spot 
anybody at the window of one of the rooms facing Tower Two. He 
caught sight of two different people standing at the window naked 
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and one couple making love with the curtains open. Funny how 
people always assume they can’t be seen that high up in a hotel. 
For once, Mattias was beginning to worry. It was taking too long 
to find whoever was spying on them. His company’s perfect track 
record was at stake, and this was possibly his biggest project ever.

“Mattias? This is Precious. We’ve located them, on the forty-
second floor of Tower One, either room four-two-six or four-two-
eight.”

Mattias breathed deeply and stowed his binoculars. “Get the 
grab squad together and meet me at the ground floor of Tower 
One in three minutes.”

Four goons accompanied Precious and Mattias up to the forty-
second floor. The heavy, bulky clothing that concealed small fire-
arms, riot sticks, gas canisters and various other weaponry looked 
ridiculous during summer in one of the hottest countries in the 
world. But this was no time to worry about outward appearances. 
Containment first, excuses later.

“Suicide?” asked Precious.
Mattias shook his head. “Too obvious. I think an accident. 

A thrill ride gone wrong should cover things up nicely.” The lift 
pinged for the correct floor. “Right boys, remember, we hit both 
rooms at once. Nice clean snatch, but keep them alive. We need 
answers.”

They walked to the rooms marked 426 and 428, waited to make 
sure the corridor was clear and then invited themselves in.

Mattias glanced at his watch as he re-entered the Presidential 
Suite. “Gentlemen, I apologise, I am six minutes late. I do insist on 
double-checking everything personally. Rest assured, the snoop 
has been dealt with.”
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“Do I want to know?” asked the Chairman.
Mattias pulled his mouth wide and down at the corners. “Base 

jumping. Such a dangerous sport, don’t you think? A whole host 
of things can go wrong, especially on your very first jump.” He 
looked out of the window. “Rather a nasty mess, I have to say.”

“And the video?” said the rep from the UAE.
“As if it never existed.” Mattias combed his fingers through his 

blonde hair and smiled. “So, gentlemen. Operation Blue Cheese. 
Can we proceed to the final phase? I have the perfect candidate, 
but we’ll have to move fast to enrol him.”

Seven men around the table nodded their agreement and 
turned to the eighth man. The UAE representative lowered his 
head and mumbled his assent.

 


